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Summary: 


What if events had taken a slightly different turn at Venus 
lighthouse? This fic explores that and the aftermath. 


Saturos and Menardi-centric. Canon divergence. 


1. The Fall 
Author's Note: 


This is a fic I've been wanting to write for a long time. It 
will also contain my own headcanons and speculations 
regarding Saturos and Menardi. 


Do note that there may be places where the wrong 
prepositions or words that don't make sense in context 
of the sentence pop up. This is because | do most of my 
writing using speech recognition. | try to catch these 
errors but some slip through every now and then. Feel 
free to point them out if you are so inclined. 


The two of them stood bloodied and covered in battle 
wounds on top of the recently lit Venus lighthouse, their legs 
just barely carrying them. Menardi attempted to raise her 
scythe but her arm wouldn't allow her to lift it more than a 
few centimeters off the ground. Dejected she let it sink 
again. She attempted to gather her psyenergy into a fireball 
but all she managed was a puff of smoke and to make her 
legs tremble even more violently under her. 


Saturos also did his best to keep fighting but he had 
sustained several large wounds to his dominant right arm 
and was now using his comparatively healthy left arm to 
wield his sword. The downside was that the muscles weren't 
as well-trained and it was more difficult for him to manage a 
proper swing. Even more now that he had nearly depleted 
all of his energy. He attempted to slash at Garet, who was 
standing the closest and conveniently was one of the slower 
Opponents, but his movements were sluggish and 
inaccurate. Garet easily returned the blow and knocked 
Saturos's sword right out of his hand, and as he did 


Saturos's knees buckled and gave way beneath him. Saturos 
attempted to reach for his sword but a kick from Garet sent 
it clattering down into the hole at the center of the 
lighthouse. 


"Is this as far as we go?" The blue haired man muttered in 
disbelief. His body wasn't the only thing that was aching, his 
pride as a warrior alSo was, perhaps even more so. His mouth 
tasted of blood though it was nowhere by far as bitter as the 
taste of loss. The kids in front of them might be adepts, but 
even so they were still kids. He couldn't fathom how they'd 
reached this conclusion. Everything indicated that he and 
Menardi should be the stronger party, yet they had lost. It 
was true that the kids had taken them by surprise when they 
began firing off summoning spells, but he'd never thought 
that such a gimmick could trump years of experience. 


Menardi groaned as her legs also collapsed under her. She 
had sustained fewer wounds than Saturos but each 
individual wound was more severe than most of his. "How... 
How did we lose? We were superior in every way, and yet..." 


Her sentence was cut short as the lighthouse shook 
violently. Saturos and Menardi had no energy left to 
withstand the force and were both flung into the hollow 
center of the lighthouse. How far down was it? Saturos 
hadn't a clue but he was certain that it was lethal. He tried 
to reach for his partner's arm as they fell but found that she 
was too far away. The fact saddened him. He would have 
liked to die just a little closer to her. 


Oh well. Soon it wouldn't matter anyway. 


2. From Dust 


Summary for the Chapter: 
Where the actual canon divergence begins. 


Several days had passed and the earthquakes around Venus 
lighthouse appeared to finally have stopped. The dust had 
settled and the whole area was deathly still. None dared to 
yet set foot near the lighthouse as there still was the risk 
that the whole structure might come tumbling down. Now 
that the beacon had been lit the interior of Venus lighthouse 
gleamed with earth psyenergy. The walls seemed to be 
glittering, though it was just the flickering light being 
reflected off them. If it wasn't for the fact that the 
earthquake had torn the lighthouse in two halves the sight 
would have been quite soothing. 


The beacon was shining calmly and swirled in an even 
motion, as if nothing dramatic had ever come to pass. On 
the bottom of the hole below it - which now hardly could be 
called a hole as an empty chasm ran through its middle - 
stood the remains of what had once been a altar with a slot 
in the center for the elemental star to go into. It was now 
empty but that didn't matter anymore. The beacon had 
already absorbed the power once sealed within the star and 
the fallen orb was now no more than an oversized glass 
bead. 


Two crumpled bodies lay next to the altar. If it hadn't been 
blocking the way they would probably have been knocked 
off the lighthouse during the quakes. Even so it did them 
little good. They had fallen from from a height impossible to 
survive, no matter how hardened of a warrior one might be. 


Of course they were dead. They had been at the moment of 
impact, or at least soon after. 


And yet a pink skinned hand twitched ever so slightly. 


Once still vocal cords stirred and produced a weak groan. An 
arm pushed against the dusty rubble and its owner sat up, 
slowly, ever so slowly. She blinked and looked around 
herself, not sure what sort of afterlife she was suddenly 
finding herself in. It didn't seem to match up with any of the 
legends known to her. After a while of sitting and staring at 
the light in a daze she recovered enough to start dusting 
herself off. Once she finished her attention moved to her 
partner who also slowly was coming to. 


"Is this the afterlife?" He asked, his voice weak and hoarse. 


"Saturos... 1..." Menardi hesitated, struggling for words. "I'm 
not sure. What sort of afterlife does this look like to you? | 
don't recall any that would have us wake covered in rubble 
in a ruined tower." 


Saturos shook some rubble off himself and looked around. 
She did have a point and the place itself didn't look entirely 
unfamiliar. Surely it hadn't been split in two halves last time 
he'd seen it but the floors he could see below on the other 
side looked suspiciously like the ones they had traversed 
while climbing Venus lighthouse. When he looked up he saw 
the beacon swirl high above him. Was this the gods' sense of 
humor? If so he didn't find the joke very funny. "You do have 
a point, but how could we possibly still be alive after that 
fall?" 


Menardi furrowed her eyebrows and rubbed her temple. "We 
couldn't, | mean we shouldn't. Then again, neither should 
Isaac and fire boy be after they were trapped in Sol sanctum. 
Yet they lived to tell the tale and pursue us..." 


"The power of alchemy was involved that time. Something 
similar could have happened here," Saturos motioned to the 
chasm on their right. "There clearly has been tremendous 
power at work. Perhaps it also did something to us?" He 
proceeded to stretch his various limbs to test whether they 
were still in working order. Shockingly enough all of his 
wounds seemed to have disappeared. "Menardi, what of that 
gash on your chest?" 


She looked down and inspected the area. The armor was 
cracked, sure enough, but she could spot no open wounds. 
"Strange, it appears to have healed completely..." She ran 
her hands along the crack in her armor. It felt real enough. 
"Do you know of any afterlives that restore one's body but 
not one's armor?" 


"No, not that I've heard of at least." Saturos shook his head. 
"| think we'll have more luck simply stepping outside than 
trying to reason this out here. It should be easy to tell once 
we find someone else to interact with." 


His mention of the outside world snapped Menardi's mind 
back to the present. Her eyes widened. "The elemental stars! 
Felix! Isaac's party! We must give chase at once!" She 
staggered onto her feet, albeit with some difficulty. Though 
she was no longer wounded she had been out long enough 
for her muscles to start weakening. 


Saturos raised his hand and motioned for her to remain still. 
"Hold up. Our first order of business will be to descend the 
tower. We mustn't rush." 


Menardi's tone turned sharp as her scythe and she sent him 
an equally intense glare. "They'll be miles ahead of us at this 
rate! For the sake of our quest we have to. If we are too late 
then Prox will, no, the world will-" 


He regarded her with a stern expression. "| know. And we 
won't be of much use if we rush it here and tumble to our 
death." Then he too slowly stood, his movements also 
unsteady. He grunted and steadied himself against the wall. 
"Just how long have we been out for? My legs feel like they 
did after that time | was so ill | required two weeks of bed 
rest." 


“Two weeks?" The expression on Menardi's face twisted into 
a look of horror. 


"| know," Saturos spoke evenly. He also found the prospect 
disturbing but he saw no point in fussing over what he 
couldn't change. "We will descend at once and attempt to 
gather information on their whereabouts." 


Menardi sighed deeply and turned to look for an exit. After 
following along the wall for a while she discovered a portion 
that had caved in, allowing them access to another room. 
"Saturos, over here. | recognize this one. We passed through 
this room on our ascent." 


He nodded and put a hand on her shoulder. "Nice catch." 
Notes for the Chapter: 


| considered several possible solutions for this scene but 
went with the lighthouse's psyenergy in the end. 
Reasons for this are that we've already been shown that 
it had restorative properties on Saturos and Menardi, 
and the beam that comes shooting out of the lighthouse 
after their fall appears far more powerful than the first. 
Revive also just so happens to be an earth psyenergy 
spell. It's a stretch, but it's mainly a way to get this fic 
up and rolling without making huge changes to the 
events before the fall. 


| also decided not to have them fall into the water 
because they probably would either be too weak to stay 
afloat and drown or be dragged out to sea in the same 
vein as Felix and Sheba, and end up on Idejima, and 
that would leave us with a slightly confused retelling of 
the game. | feel that having them separated from Felix's 
group will make for a more interesting story. 


3. Shaky Foundations 


Summary for the Chapter: 


Turns out that a lighthouse split in half isn't as easily 
descended. 


Just like Saturos had said the ravaged tower was not easily 
descended. They had to watch every step and several times 
the ground would crumble beneath them. Saturos was 
constantly scanning for something to hold onto in case of a 
collapse, as was Menardi. While she was more agile than 
Saturos even she couldn't move fast enough to avoid every 
fall, though she had the advantage of weighing less and 
thus needing to be less wary than him. 


They had been at it for what seemed like hours but their 
efforts were paying off. By now they weren't far off from the 
ground floor. Saturos could tell from the fact that the 
treetops of the forest beneath them were growing close at an 
increasingly quick rate. Still, he knew that they couldn't let 
their guard down. The downside of the lighthouse being torn 
in two was that there wasn't always a set of stairs for them 
to descend with. As a result they often had to look for 
collapsed portions which they could use to climb down to 
the next level. At the present moment they were facing such 
a situation again. 


"Isn't there anything on this floor that had the decency to 
collapse in a helpful manner?" Menardi sighed. They had 
already searched the entirety of the floor twice. The only 
stairs that existed lead up and all the collapsed areas only 
led to black holes. 


"It looks like we need to make our own," Saturos said. "Of 
course it's going to be more risky that way, but we don't 
appear to have much of a choice in the matter." 


Menardi bit her lip. "You want to make this place collapse 
even further? What if the roof caves in on our heads?" 


"You think I like it?" He snapped. The need for constant focus 
was getting to him. "I said we don't have a choice. Didn't 
you hear me the first time?" he spoke forcefully, raising his 
voice more than would have been necessary. 


"I- There is no reason to shout at me!" Sparks of fire 
appeared around her hands for a brief moment. Their gazes 
met in an intense glare but then he broke it off. 


"Sorry," he muttered as he stood facing away from her. He 
knew that they were both on edge. It was vital that they 
focused their energy on reaching the ground floor, not 
squabbling. He took a few steps forward and stopped when 
he was standing in the center of the room. "I'll try striking 
this area with psyenergy. It looks weakened." 


Menardi stepped back and tightly gripped her scythe. Her 
lips pressed together hard enough for their color to change 
to a lighter shade. In spite of her worries her response was 
curt. "Do it." 


Saturos raised his hand and conjured up a ball of fire. Due to 
the earth psyenergy coursing through the lighthouse it 
came easily to him. He launched the ball at the floor and it 
exploded with a crash. The ground beneath them shook in 
response to the impact but stayed intact. He took a step 
forward and kicked at the ground, causing a few bricks to 
fall. When he spotted solid ground underneath he couldn't 
help but smile. 


He turned around to share the good news with Menardi, only 
to see the ground giving way beneath her. She cried out, 
having attempted to jump but realizing that she was too 
slow. Her hand reached for the edge of the hole and found 
hold, but there was no way she'd manage to pull herself up 
that way. Saturos hurried over and squatted to take her 
hand, but in that moment even more of the ground 
collapsed and he had no choice but to jump back to avoid 
falling too. 


He heard a clattering sound as Menardi's scythe fell on hard 
ground, and a thud soon after. He cursed inwardly and 
terrible visions filled his head as he made his way over to 
peer down the newly opened up hole. 


“"Menardi, are you okay?" He called out. His heart skipped a 
beat when he heard groaning coming from below. At a closer 
glance he could tell that she had fallen two floors. He 
dashed over to the hole he had intentionally made, if it 
could be called such in the current state, and kicked at it 
until it was big enough for him to descend through. Once 
he'd gone down it was a simple matter of locating the 
second hole Menardi had fallen through and jumping down. 


He rushed over and held her, noting that her breathing was 
fast and shallow. "How bad are your injuries?" Over the 
course of the journey he had repeatedly cursed himself over 
his decision to not learn healing psyenergy. It wasn't a skill 
one could pick up in a day or two. Fire was a destructive 
element and drawing out its healing properties was 
challenging. Menardi knew how to but if she was seriously 
injured the pain would disrupt her focus and make it hard to 
use psyenergy. 


She groaned again and blinked away a couple of tears. Her 
arm moved to point to her right leg and Saturos noticed that 


it was bent at an odd angle. The discovery had him 
muttering a number of choice curses under his breath. He'd 
been the one to say that they should be careful and now it 
was his fault that she was hurt. 


"Set it," she eventually managed to hiss through gritted 
teeth. 


Saturos looked at her dumbfounded, still too dazed to put 
together what she wanted from so few words. 


"Set the bone," she hissed in response to his inaction. 


Now that the task had been made clear Saturos set into 
motion at once. First he sat down on her torso and placed his 
knee on her uninjured leg so that she wouldn't move around 
too much while he did his thing. In order to get a better view 
of the injury he first had to pry her boot off. The leg was 
beginning to swell, which made the task more difficult. 
Menardi squirmed beneath him and hissed sharply a couple 
of times. Once the boot was off he placed his hands on her 
leg, swallowed, and steeled himself. This was going to hurt. 
"Ready?" he asked and turned to look at her. She just 
nodded. 


He returned his focus to the leg and wrenched the bone 
back to its original position in three decisive moves. Each 
time he would begin with a slow pull and gradually increase 
the amount of force. Menardi howled like a beast and flailed 
beneath him with each movement. When he had finished 
and turned back to face her he saw that tears were 
streaming down her cheeks. Her eyes were pressed shut and 
her breathing was ragged. A pitiful whimper escaped her 
lips, a sound he rarely heard from her. And yet, she gave him 
a nod of approval. 


He extended his hand and wiped away the tears before 
gently caressing her cheek. "It'll be okay. | promise." 


"Of course it will," she whimpered. "It's just a broken bone." 


He couldn't help but smile at her stubborn demeanor. Just 
like him she was a warrior all the way through. It always was 
like that when one of them got hurt. One of them would 
worry and the other would deny the pain. Menardi began to 
take deep breaths and the air around her leg started to 
shimmer with a golden aura. She was healing herself. 


When he heard a sound from above Saturos reflexively 
leaned forward and used his body to protect Menardi. He 
automatically summoned a shield of psyenergy and 
moments after a rain of loose dirt and bricks hammered 
against it. She lost her focus and the light around her leg 
disappeared. 


Once the last of the bricks had fallen Saturos didn't hesitate 
fora moment. He grabbed Menardi and hoisted her up on his 
back, picked up her boot with one hand and her scythe with 
the other and began running. She couldn't help but 
whimper as pain jolted through her leg with each step 
Saturos took. Luckily for the pair the stairs turned out to be 
on the their side of the lighthouse for the two remaining 
floors. The bottom floor was flooded - the rift that had torn 
the lighthouse in half appeared to have drawn ocean water 
in - but as long as he kept to the edge of the wall the water 
was no deeper than that he easily could wade through it. 


He didn't stop until they stood surrounded by forest and a 
safe distance between themselves and the lighthouse. Then 
he set Menardi down as gently as he could, propping her up 
against a tree trunk. He leaned her scythe against the trunk 
and dropped her boot right next to it. Her eyes were wide 


open and her face was even paler than usual. It took her a 
moment to recover enough from the shock to be able to 
speak again. 


The few words that left her lips were a stubborn "Told you 
so." Then she fell silent again and returned to healing her 
leg. 


Saturos didn't reply but simply sat and watched her in 
silence. Golden light danced around her leg as it slowly 
mended. It was a long process. Eventually Menardi stopped, 
having to catch her breath. She still didn't move her leg so 
Saturos guessed she still wasn't fully done healing it. 


"Want me to scout around the area for a bit?" he offered. It 
wouldn't do them any good if guards patrolling the area 
found them and given the dramatic events that clearly had 
taken place at the lighthouse he expected security to be 
strengthened. 


"Bring some food if you can. l'm starving." 
He gave a nod. "I'll see what I can do." Then he was off. 
Notes for the Chapter: 


I'm aware that Saturos is able to use earth healing 
psyenergy in the final battle. In this fic he isn't and 
instead knows some very basic first aid. Menardi's 
healing psyenergy is the aura series (Mars). She knew 
Mercury healing in the game but that was probably done 
because fire healing spells didn't exist in the first 
Golden Sun. As fire element healing exists in the second 
game it makes more sense for her to know those. 


4. Rustling Leaves 


Summary for the Chapter: 
Not out of the woods yet. 


Nik had only joined the Laliveran guard recently. He still was 
fresh to patrolling and didn't know how to properly orient 
himself inside a forest. Coupled with the fact that his straw 
blonde hair tended to be jutting out in all directions like a 
lazy bird's nest he often was the subject of jokes. Once again 
he had fallen behind his captain and the others and was 
stumbling through the wood in search of someplace familiar, 
or at least a tree he could easily climb to see in which 
direction the lighthouse was. Both of his objectives proved 
elusive. After a while he stumbled into an empty clearing, at 
least that was what he assumed at first. Upon closer 
inspection he spotted someone resting beneath the tree, but 
she didn't look like any person he'd ever seen. 


The young guardsman stared with wide eyes at the pointy 
eared beast woman in front of him, who returned his gaze in 
the same manner. On her face were strange markings and 
he could swear that he saw her eyes gleaming with a 
demonic red, but wasn't given the time to confirm it with a 
second glance. The beast woman raised her hand and the 
ground turned red hot under the guard's feet. He 
instinctively stepped back, which turned out to be a good 
choice as a pillar of fire erupted in front of him a split second 
after. His eyebrows, however, still were close enough to get 
singed off and his face was covered in a black layer of soot. 


Menardi had been resting to regain her psyenergy so she 
could commence healing again. When she heard the rustling 
of leaves she had assumed it to be Saturos, a careless 


mistake which she chided herself for the second after when 
she found herself looking at the baffled face of a young 
guard. Her back straightened in alarm, then she promptly 
attacked with psyenergy to rectify her mistake. 


She should have put her hood on. That way she might have 
been able to pass off the red spotted skin on her arms as a 
rash, were he to notice. Too late for that now. 


The guard jumped out of the way of the first attack, which 
she had intended to be a decisive strike. Her mistake was 
that he still was low on psyenergy and conjuring took longer 
than usual, giving the guard ample warning. She silently 
cursed and prepared a second spell. Lacking the energy for 
another big spell she instead fired off three small fireballs. If 
she couldn't take the guard out she would at least attempt 
to scare him off. The first two missed but the third connected 
and set his arm on fire. The boy, at his age he could hardly 
be called a man, dropped to the ground and rolled around 
while he screamed in terror. During that time Menardi didn't 
act, opting instead to preserve what little psyenergy she 
now had left. 


The guard eventually managed to extinguish the flames 
upon which he immediately got back up, turned tail and ran. 
Menardi fired a handful of little fireballs after him to make 
sure that he wouldn't change his mind and come back. The 
rest of her psyenergy was spent extinguishing any embers 
that lingered after the encounter. A full-blown forest fire 
would have taken a group of adepts to control, lacking that 
it would burn Menardi to death just like anyone else. While 
being a Mars adept made her less vulnerable to fire it didn't 
mean she was immune. 


She looked to the thicket into which the guard had 
disappeared before she slumped back against the tree trunk 


and chewed on her bottom lip. The only thing she could do 
now was hope that his comrades weren't close. The 
condition of her leg made it impossible to run so she'd be 
done for if he brought reinforcements. What was Saturos 
even doing? He'd gone off with the express purpose to 
prevent situations like this one. 


Several hours would pass before she again heard the 
rustling of leaves. This time she raised her hand and 
prepared a spell before she could see anyone. The 
precaution proved unnecessary as it was Saturos's face that 
emerged from the thicket. She lowered her arm and allowed 
the magic to fade. 


"Something happen?" Saturos asked, catching on at once 
this time. 


Menardi nodded. "There was a guard. Only a single one. | 
was going to take him out with a spell but he evaded and 
ran away." 


He shuddered and a frown washed across his face. "Thank 
Mars he didn't decide to fetch his friends and return." 


"For the time being," Menardi added. There was no telling 
what the runaway guard might be planning. After all she had 
outright tried to kill him and most people didn't take kindly 
to that. "I thought your scouting was supposed to prevent 
this." 


"The area seemed clear when | checked. Sorry." Saturos let 
out a sigh and sat down next to her. "Guess that means we 
need to move on. Did you manage to fully heal your leg 
yet?" 


Her expression turned sour and she crossed her arms, 
digging her nails into her skin in frustration. "I would have, if 


not for that meddlesome guard. | should have regained a fair 
amount of psyenergy by now, but I'm not sure if that will be 
enough. Flesh alone can be challenging enough to mend, 
but bones..." 


"I'm sorry. | should have been more careful at the 
lighthouse." 


She turned her head to look up at the sky. "That wasn't your 
fault." 


He fell silent, unsure how to respond. The question as to 
whether he was guilty could be answered with yes or no 
depending on how one viewed the situation. He was leaning 
on yes, but now that she had decided her answer was no 
pushing the issue any further might annoy her. 


"Did you catch anything?" She changed the topic. Her 
stomach had been grumbling for a while by now, but her 
main focus up until now had been listening for footsteps. 


That was a question he could answer with a smile. He 
motioned to a bundle on his back. "You can look forward to a 
decent meal once we find a better resting spot." 


She gave a nod of approval. "Good. Still... | never had 
thought that we would be running into guards again this 
quickly. Guess it really means we're alive." 


He stood up. "Want to give the healing another go or move 
on already?" 


Weighing the two options she rubbed her bottom lip as she 
considered the question. "Let's move on. We can't waste this 
chance by getting caught. Let's make it to the ship if we 
can." She sheathed her scythe and fastened it to her back. 
The leg shouldn't bother her as much now that it was at 


least partially healed she figured, and she knew that Saturos 
wouldn't mind carrying her. He had plenty of physical 
strength. 


"Very well," he responded and lifted her up to carry once 
more. 


Both of them were silent as they traveled. Saturos was 
preoccupied with not stumbling as he carried Menardi across 
the uneven terrain. Sometime later they reached a cliff at 
the edge of the forest. Menardi recognized it as close to the 
place where they had left the ship. The sight that met them 
after a few more paces, however, was one neither had 
expected. 


5. Splintered Hopes 
Summary for the Chapter: 
It's never that easy. 


Saturos and Menardi stood frozen on the cliff that allowed 
them view of the small peninsula where they had moored 
their ship. Or rather, Saturos was the who stood carrying 
Menardi on his back, but they were both equally shocked. 


A whole section of land in front of them had simply 
disappeared. In its place was the ocean. 


"No," Menardi whispered hoarsely. 


Saturos stared glumly at the scene below him. Their most 
critical means of transportation was now gone. "Think that's 
also because we lit the beacon?" 


"Whatever happened here... Do you think Felix and the 
others made it?" Menardi asked. Felix had the wind star after 
all. If it now rested at the bottom of the ocean then- no, 
she'd rather not consider that possibility. 


"Let's hope so. He may have tried to stand up to us but he 
still is a weakling. If he faced danger he would've turned tail 
and ran." 


“Perhaps. Unless he and the others were too close when it 
happened. He couldn't have taken the ship because he 
would have needed my black orb to control it." It was a 
heirloom passed down through her family, though Saturos 
had been carrying it for most of the current journey. She had 
let him as a sign of trust, and because she enjoyed seeing 
the boyish glee steering the ship elicited from him. Menardi 


fell silent but then noticed something and pointed down to a 
section of beach that was still left. "Is that a wrecked ship?" 
It wasn't hers - too small for that - but she figured that they 
might find something useful either way. 


Saturos's thoughts flowed in the same vein. "Looks that way 
to me. Shall we see what we can find?" 


Saturos could feel Menardi nodding which was answer 
enough for him. No further words were said as he set course 
for the beach to see if there was anything worth salvaging. 
They had kept some supplies on Menardi's ship which they 
had been planning to use for the next part of the trip but 
those might now be drifting miles away in the ocean, or 
washed up along with a wreck. Worse, without that ship they 
couldn't cross the ocean and Jupiter lighthouse was on a 
different continent. Granted, they first had to find out what 
became of Felix, Isaac and the elemental stars. But there 
would come a time they needed a boat and finding a 
suitable replacement would not be an easy task. 


Midway, Menardi spoke. "Saturos? Hand me my black orb." 
While he'd gotten a decent grasp at using it to move her 
ship she still knew how to use it in ways he didn't. 


He did as told. She took the orb and lifted it in her hands, 
closed her eyes and concentrated. 


"Hm... no. | can't sense it resonating. The ship definitely isn't 
around these parts." She'd held a faint hope from the 
moment the idea crossed her mind, but she realized that it 
had been an unrealistic expectation. A whole chunk of land 
was gone. Why wouldn't her ship be? She handed the orb 
back to Saturos for safekeeping. "Let's be on our way down." 


As Saturos descended the hill the salty sea breeze wafted 
against them. Waves rolled against the sandy shore with a 


soft sound. 
"Sit me down at the water's edge," Menardi demanded. 


He wasn't sure of her reasons but obliged nonetheless. He 
still walked a ways until he found a large rock behind which 
she would be hidden from view of anyone looking at the 
area from the hill above. Letting her off his back had been 
the plan all along as it would allow him to search the area 
more efficiently. 


Menardi exhaled deeply as she was sat on the sand. Figuring 
that she might have gathered enough psyenergy by now she 
closed her eyes and resumed healing her leg. The sound of 
the waves calmed and made it easier to focus. It was odd. As 
a Mars adept the sea was her opposing element, yet she 
found soothing in its sounds. Then again most people in Prox 
had some experience sailing and revered the sea for its 
bounties. Well, at least in her early years. 


She grimaced at the memory of ever dwindling catches. As 
the winters grew harsher the amount of wildlife on the 
mainland also declined. Once shy predators would even 
occasionally attack the town. Increasing were the number of 
days she went to bed on an empty stomach, opting to 
instead give her own meager portion to her younger sister. 
The fishing fleets had to travel increasingly far in order to 
obtain food and the town would either celebrate or fall into 
gloomy silence depending on the outcome of each 
expedition. 


Even so, it was nothing compared to crumbling away into 
the nothingness of the Gaia Falls. 


She clenched her fist. Too much was at stake for them to fail 
and yet their current situation set them up for little else. The 
sensation of her nails digging into her palm brought her 


thoughts back to the present moment. There still was 
healing to do, she realized. Not much left now. Soon enough 
she'd be able to put weight on the leg again and see how it 
fared. 


When Saturos returned Menardi noted that he was carrying 
a couple of new bundles on his back, indicating that there 
had been something of use at least. The portion of their 
supplies not on the ship had been with Felix and the others, 
meaning that there was no telling how they had fared. Even 
so the central lands were rich in offerings for hungry 
travelers. There were psyenergy-powered monsters to watch 
out for now, surely, but Menardi found them to have much in 
common with the predators of the North. Compared to 
barren Prox she might very well have believed it if someone 
told her the central lands were in fact paradise. 


Her heart felt heavy as she thought of everyone back home. 
How long would the lighthouse still stand? What about the 
town? Or would sickness and beasts wipe Prox out before the 
Gaia Falls could take it? 


"Menardi, is something the matter?" 


"Not particularly," she said and shook her head. They had 
enough worries as it was and she needn't add a further one 
to Saturos's pile. She sent one last pulse of healing 
psyenergy through her leg, then palpated it and after 
confirming that everything felt okay she got up on one knee 
and slowly began to put weight on the leg. A short while 
after she was standing. 


"Feels right?" Saturos asked. 


"We'll see when the need to fight or run arises. Be ready to 
carry me if | scream," she returned in a matter of fact tone. 
While the leg seemed fine at present there might still be 


cracks left in the bone. She'd seen it before - warriors 
charging into battle believing they were good as new after 
being healed, only to have their arm shatter anew when 
they took a blow. Mending bone was no child's play and she 
preferred to be safe rather than sorry. 


"No need for that yet," Saturos grinned. "It's about time our 
poor stomachs got something to eat. Here seems as good as 
any place," he said as he sat down next to Menardi, the rock 
covering them from view of the forest. 


Menardi furrowed her brows. "Isn't that a bit carefree?" 


He shrugged and tossed his bags on the sand. "I think I've 
earned that much after almost croaking at the lighthouse." 


Her retort came near instantly. "Care to remind me why you 
joined this quest again?" 


Saturos simply laughed and lifted his bags one by one until 
he found the one he was looking for. It contained meat of 
some sort, though Menardi didn't know the exact species. 
Saturos pulled a small knife from his belt and chopped the 
meat into smaller pieces. "Here," he threw Menardi one. 
"Grill it as you like and enjoy." 


"Grill it how exactly?" She shot him a glare as she raised her 
hand and some and then summoned a weak flame that 
faded almost as soon. 


He apologized when he realized his mistake and took the 
piece back in order to roast it for her. Of course she wouldn't 
be able to conjure a steady flame right after using up all of 
her psyenergy for a complicated healing spell. 


“Now would you answer my question?" Though it wasn't 
phrased as such her tone made clear that it was a demand, 


not a question. 


Leaning back and running a hand through his hair Saturos 
sighed. It looked like changing the topic wasn't going to 
work. Had he ever really talked to her about it in earnest? He 
didn't think so. "Glory. The thrill of adventure. You could say 
that becoming a hero always was a dream of mine." 


Menardi's eyes narrowed. "Your motivation is that shallow? 
What now that we don't even have a ship? Will you wander 
off by yourself to seek your glory elsewhere?" 


His eyes widened in shock. "Of course not! | would never-" 


"Truly? What's stopping you?" Menardi cocked her head and 
gave him a long look. 


Anger flared in his chest. How unreliable did she consider 
him? And this after all they'd gone through together? He 
had so many objections to that notion that it was hard for 
him to condense them into a few words. Instead he settled 
with simply repeating his earlier words in a firm tone. "I 
would never." 


His words didn't seem to matter to Menardi, who still 
elaborated. "As a wanted man you didn't have much choice. 
Now that the world presumes you dead there are no chains 
binding you." 


"| already traveled across half the world with you. Why 
would | turn back now?" It was true that he still wanted the 
glory and that it had just become a lot harder to attain. 
However, he had already sunk so much into this quest. If he 
abandoned it all he might still be able to live out the rest of 
his life in leisure in some safe part of Weyard, but he also 
knew that she'd condemn him. 


She frowned. "That is reason enough?" 


"You know, you're not entirely bad looking if | say so myself," 
Saturos grinned, attempting a joke. 


"Of all the meaningless shallow reasons-" Menardi sprang up 
in anger, and had she had enough psyenergy she'd have 
launched a fireball straight at Saturos's face. Sure enough 
she'd found herself under the furs with him once already, 
but that was after the return from their failed raid of Sol 
Sanctum and a copious amount of ale was involved in the 
decision process. 


By look of it he also realized that. "Calm down, it was only in 
jest." 


Menardi sat back down, huffed and crossed her arms in front 
of her chest. Then her stomach grumbled. Saturos took 
another piece of meat from his bag, summoned a small 
flame to roast it, and tossed it to Menardi. She accepted the 
food without a word. As the silence dragged on Saturos 
rested his back against the rock and began humming a 
traditional tune from Prox. He'd been at it for a while when 
he noticed that Menardi also had joined in. 


He stopped in order to speak. Menardi also fell silent when 
he did. "Guess we're both beat, huh?" He said with a half 
smile. Then his expression turned to a serious one. "Menardi, 
| swear that | won't abandon this quest. Everyone in Prox is 
counting on us. My parents, your father and sister, Puelle, 
Agatio," he trailed off as his mind filled with familiar faces. 
"I'm not about to let them down either." 


She sighed heavily and reached for his hand. 


"Maybe a little rest would be in order?" Saturos suggested. 
By now he knew well how cranky she could get after a long 


day. 


Menardi nodded and curled up on the sand. She had come 
to accept that when Saturos made the suggestion he 
was usually right to. 


6. Sound of Waves 


After the rest at the beach Saturos and Menardi pressed on 
so that they could find someone to ask for information. They 
didn't stop before they reached a small fishing village built 
on a hillside by the sea. At that point it was early evening 
and the sun was about to set. As they approached the 
settlement both of them fashioned makeshift hoods from 
their cloaks. Over the course of their journey they had 
quickly learned that many people were happy to brand them 
demons based on their looks alone. 


But while Saturos and Menardi could don hoods to hide their 
pointy ears and peculiar skin it had always proved more 
difficult to conceal their manner of speech. 


Compared to the central dialect they spoke their syllables in 
a much more straightforward way. To the Proxians their own 
dialect held up against the central one might very well be 
the auditory equivalent to watching a crystal clear waterfall 
next to one made up of clumpy porridge. That view wasn't 
one shared by the people they interacted with. To them the 
syllables of central speech had a round edge which sounded 
both friendly and comforting. The northerners' words, on the 
other hand, sounded crude and aggressive to people's ears 
and would sometimes be taken as an invitation to fight. 


The upside was that when people branded them for their 
speech it was as ruffians rather than demons, which wasn't 
always an entirely inaccurate description as they still 
retained many of their rough northern manners. 


As they closed in on the village they could easily tell that 
some kind of disaster had recently taken place. The nearby 
beach was littered with broken pieces of wood and only ruins 


remained of the houses closest to the sea. Menardi pulled 
her hood tighter and motioned for Saturos to lead the way. 
His facial markings were closer to the edge of his face, and 
thus easier to conceal. In her case it was better to entirely 
avoid showing her face when possible. She had managed to 
pass off the markings below her eyes as warpaint on a 
couple occasions, but not everyone was as easily convinced. 


"Do you think this also happened because of the 
lighthouse?" Menardi asked. 


Saturos scratched his head. "I wonder... Regardless I'm sure 
we'll find someone eager to tell us the story of what 
occurred. A place for the night may be a little more difficult 
given the state of the village." 


She nodded and they moved on. The village entrance was 
unguarded and most of the townspeople seemed to still be 
helping with the cleanup. Most of the streets were narrow 
dirt paths and only a few were paved with stone. The whole 
village smelled like fish and drying racks were scattered all 
over. Seagulls circled above, crying out from time to time. 
Everything was bathed in red light from the sunset. 


"That one doesn't look like he's busy." Menardi pointed to an 
old fisherman who was sitting on the grass, appearing to 
watch the sunset. 


"Let's see what we can get out of him," Saturos said and 
approached the man. He started off simple. "Evening." 


The man yawned and turned his head. Most of his face was 
covered by a thick beard. His clothes were simple and had 
been patched more than once. "Mm? Visitors to our little 
town? This is a rare sight indeed." 


Saturos smiled to himself. Things seemed to be going well so 
far. "What happened here? Things look quite dramatic." 


"Did any other groups pass by here?" Menardi interjected. 
Finding out about Isaac and Felix's whereabouts was just as 
important as learning what had happened after the beacon 
was lit. 


"Young people nowadays, so impatient. Whatever happened 
to asking one question at a time?" the man grumbled and 
shook his head. "And didn't you just hear me? | said we 
haven't had visitors in a while." 


Menardi repressed the urge to set his beard on fire. "Just 
making sure." 


"Now maybe you'd like to tell us what caused that?" Saturos 
said motioning to the destroyed part of town. 


"What happened, indeed... | foresaw it, | tell you," the man 
threw his hands up in the air. "I told them, | did many times. 
Did they heed my warnings? No, of course not." 


Not in the mood for long digressions Menardi tapped her foot 
impatiently. "Get to the point, old man." 


The man didn't seem fazed and continued in the same tone 
as before. "They never listen. | told them that if they kept 
going on like they had of late they would face the wrath of 
the sea God. And see! | was right." He fell silent for a 
moment and shook his head. "It washed over the southern 
part of the village, a giant wave, taller than any man in this 
village had ever seen. It was chaos." 


"Did anything else happen first? Such as an earthquake?" 
Saturos prodded. 


"Earthquake?" The man shook his head again. "No, that was 
no mere earthquake. The trembling of the earth was a 
warning, it was a sign from the sea God. But did those fools 
listen? No, of course they did not. They still headed out to 
sea and since then we've seen no trace of them." He 
slammed his fist down on the ground in anger. "It's their 
fault that we have to go through this!" 


"| see. Thank you for the information. We'll be on our way 
then." Saturos gave a nod of courtesy and turned away. 


The old man didn't particularly react to Saturos's departure 
and still ranted to himself for a while. 


"Sea God? What an old fool," Menardi commented as they 
walked away. 


Saturos shrugged. "It's hardly that far-fetched for someone 
lacking a better explanation. Myself | liked the tale. It was 
rather dramatic." 


Menardi rolled her eyes. "You are aware that we are looking 
for information, not storytellers, right?" 


He chuckled. "Why not both of those things at once? It's 
more entertaining that way." 


"| beg to differ." 


They had to walk around half the village before they were 
able to track down an inn, and it was a tiny one. The sign 
hanging above the door was weather-beaten and half 
unreadable. 


"The... What does it say before fish?" Menardi frowned as she 
tried to make out the letters on the sign. 


"I've no idea, but it's a place to sleep." He checked his 
pocket and confirmed that he still had coins to pay with. 


It turned out that several of the rooms were already 
occupied by villagers who had lost their homes to the tidal 
wave. Saturos and Menardi were lucky to get the second to 
last one. The innkeeper was just finished directing the two to 
their room when the door opened once more. 


"Menardi, what's the holdup?" Saturos asked when he 
noticed that she'd stopped moving, his hand on the door to 
their room. 


"It's him. The guard from the forest." 


They hurriedly entered the room. Or rather, Menardi shoved 
Saturos inside before she rushed over to the bed and pulled 
the blanket over herself. The room itself was modestly sized 
and contained only the most necessary furnishings, meaning 
no rugs and one empty flowerpot by the window. 


Saturos's face scrunched up as he tried to figure out what 
Menardi was doing. 


"If guards come to search the room tell them that I'm very 
sick and contagious, and try not to show them your eyes if 
you can avoid it," she instructed. 


"You think he brought friends?" Saturos glanced to the door. 
"Shouldn't we just fight them off in that case? They won't be 
a match for us." 


"We're stranded and you want to draw attention to us?" she 
hissed. "Just be quiet and do as | said if they decide to come 
here." 


Saturos didn't have a counterargument to that. And so they 
waited. 


And waited. And waited. 
No one came. 


"Surely has been long enough now, hasn't it?" Saturos 
asked, tilting his head. He was growing bored of waiting in 
silence. 


Menardi hesitated for a moment but then she threw the 
covers aside and sat up. "Guess he didn't bring anyone after 
all." 


"Maybe he's lost? He looked confused. In that case it would 
have been even easier for us to just grab him and-" 


"Could you stop with that?" Menardi hissed. 


She let her legs down on the side of the bed and kicked her 
boots off. "Things have changed. With our main mode of 
transportation gone we can't move on as quickly as we had 
planned. Felix did say that he would light the remaining 
beacons but he may still decide to turn tail and betray us. 
We'd best keep a low profile until we know more. | don't 
think a bloodbath in a tiny village would help." 


Saturos stepped closer. "Did we not agree that the forceful 
approach would be the fastest and most efficient?" 


She closed her eyes and nodded. "And it worked up until 
Venus lighthouse. Our loss is proof that we need to move 
beyond pure strength, like it or not." 


Saturos's voice rose. "Menardi, they're merely children! Our 
loss was a fluke!" 


"And? We should've lit the beacon and made a run for it the 
second we realized that we couldn't win." She looked 
straight at him. "Or do you mean to say that your pride is 
more important than our quest?" 


He frowned. Her words sounded like those of a coward. "That 
is- If we hadn't faced them, how would we have obtained the 
rod?" Well, Felix was the one who carried it at the present 
moment, but he considered that a technicality. 


"We might yet have found a way. It doesn't change the fact 
that we made a bad decision which nearly led to our 
deaths." She still kept her gaze fixed on him. "They've grown 
strong. As things stand we'll need more fighters than just 
the two of us if we hope to best them." 


He clenched a fist. "What has gotten into you all of a 
sudden?" This wasn't Menardi, at least not the Menardi he 
knew. "You would run from a band of children? And you call 
yourself a proud warrior of Prox? Your mother would be 
turning in her grave if she could hear you." 


The mention of her mother brought a scowl to Menardi's 
face, but she didn't let the argument sway her. She had 
thought about the matter in depth and reached a conclusion 
about her priorities. "I've made my decision. The success of 
this quest matters more than my pride. If that means you 
refusing to call me a warrior, then so be it." After she had 
spoken she looked at him for a moment longer before she 
finally broke eye contact. Then she laid down on the bed. 
"Also, | want my black orb back." 


Saturos stood in silence. 


7. Wooden Spoons 


Summary for the Chapter: 
Saturos ponders his companion's current outlook. 


Saturos and Menardi hadn't exchanged a word ever since 
she asked for her black orb back. While it had no practical 
value at present it had been an indication of her trust in 
him. 


Their night at the small inn passed in silence. No guards 
came looking for them. 


Saturos was the first to wake in the morning. The first thing 
he did was to glance over at Menardi. He still felt revulsion 
at her suggestions from the day before. Flee like a simple 
coward? He? Never. He was the mighty Saturos, strongest 
warrior of Prox. 


His loss to Isaac's group was a fluke. There was some sort of 
trick to it, he was sure of that. He needed only figure that 
out and he'd be able to cut them down as he should have 
been. 


Why didn't she see things the same way? 


He sat up and got dressed. Unsure how to proceed he stared 
at the worn floorboards for a while, then looked at Menardi 
once more. He shook his head and rubbed his temples. Her 
words kept repeating his mind and he couldn't get them to 
make sense. , For Mars's sake, her mother had been captain 
of the guard. She should be well aware of the disgrace that 
followed a warrior who turned tail and ran. 


Coward. Even the word tasted sour in his mouth. 


Could she have been right after all? Was this where their 
paths would split? Of course he still wanted to save his 
hometown, but he didn't know if he could do it her new way. 
His parents would surely have the sense to travel south if 
things got really bad, so they'd be safe either way. Of course 
there were still plenty of others counting on him. But even 
SO. 


Become a coward to become a hero? It didn't make sense to 
him. In his ears it sounded like a contradiction. 


He heard her stir. She readied herself for the day without a 
word. They headed down together for breakfast. 


The inn only had four tables, three of them already 
occupied. The remaining one was rickety, small and sat at 
the very back of the room. Their morning meal was a strange 
porridge that also contained bits of boiled fish, not the sort 
of meal that would inspire anyone. The eating utensils had 
also seen better days. Their bowls had once been patterned 
but only faint traces remained now and their wooden spoons 
were splintered to the point where one would have to take 
care when handling them. 


They ate in silence. 


Saturos was the first to speak. "Your mother wouldn't want 
this." He kept his voice down as to not be overheard by the 
people at the other tables. 


Menardi's eyes narrowed. "She would want Prox to be safe," 
she countered. 


He paused eating for a moment and waved his spoon at her. 
"What of your reputation when they learn the truth?" 


"I've ceased caring," came her blunt response. "As long as 
the quest succeeds it matters little if it makes for a tale the 
others will like." 


Saturos leaned forward and looked her straight in the eyes. 
"Listen to me. We can do this without throwing away our 
pride." 


That elicited a bitter chuckle. "Haven't we already, at least 
in part? We've broken several of our promises." 


His features pulled into a frown. "That depends how you look 
at it. We only did what was necessary for our mission. It's 
hardly our fault if Felix reads too much into it." 


"Make of it what you want. I'm not changing my mind either 
way." She pushed her bowl forward, having finished her 
portion. "If you have a problem with that you're free to leave 
me and abandon the quest." 


In the present moment Saturos found that leaving sounded 
like an increasingly tempting option. Surely there were 
many kinds of adventure to be had in these lands. He 
wouldn't become the hero he'd thought, but other places 
would need their own. He still didn't feel good about the 
thought of leaving his people to their fates, but Menardi was 
capable, wasn't she? Who was to say she needed him to 
accomplish the quest? 


Then he recalled what he'd told - no, promised - Menardi at 
the beach. That he wouldn't leave her. Saturos choked as a 
piece of fish caught in his throat. 


Indeed he had sworn, but that was before Menardi 
suggested taking the cowardly route. His mind raced as he 
considered ways to get around it, but couldn't find any. 
There was no going back on the promise now. Both of his 


options suddenly seem like bad ones. If he broke his word 
he'd be in the wrong. If he went along and acted as she 
wished he'd be in the wrong. 


Which option would be worse? He wasn't sure. He could 
become an oathbreaker and try to make a name for himself 
elsewhere in Weyard, or he could stick with the quest and 
try to find ways to work around Menardi's wishes, or follow 
along and become a coward but embellish the story when 
they returned to Prox. 


After a moment of thinking he decided that the second 
option was his best shot. In the best case scenario he'd be 
able to convince her to return to the old approach. If that 
failed he could always fall back on adventuring on his own if 
her demands grew completely unreasonable. 


"No, I'll come along. | swore to," he grumbled. He wasn't in 
the mood for dwelling on it so he quickly moved on to the 
next topic. "What do you think we should do next?" 


Menardi tapped her chin in thought. "We may not trust Felix 
but | believe he had every intention of continuing the quest. 
He knows what's at stake and is aware of the consequences 
were he to turn back. However," she bit her lip and fell silent 
for a moment. "If Isaac's group managed to catch up with 
him the elemental stars are most likely headed back to Vale 
as we speak." 


"So you're saying we'll need to find out what happened to 
Felix's group," Saturos concluded. 


Menardi nodded. "Indeed. We'll have to turn back and find 
out if anyone has heard of or seen them. I'm not fond of the 
idea with all the guards about the area and soldiers no 
doubt looking for us, but we don't have the time for guesses. 


If Isaac's group did defeat Felix we'll have to think of a plan 
to retrieve the stars as quickly as possible." 


"And we're doing it your way?" 


Her answer came immediately. "Positive. Don't even think 
about trying anything else." 


Saturos heaved a sigh. This he did not look forward to. 


8. Trouble in the Woods 


“How did | sound this time?" Menardi asked. They were still 
at the inn at the small fishing village, Saturos sitting on a 
chair in their room and Menardi standing in front of him. 


"Strange," Saturos responded, his eye twitching as Menardi 
applied a light cream to the side of his face. She was 
currently in the process of covering the blue marks on the 
side of his face. "Is all this truly necessary? | thought you 
said we don't have time." 


"Time to fail is what we don't have. That's why preparation 
matters," she elaborated. "Did | sound northern to you just 
now?" 


"No, but that didn't sound like central dialect either." He 
shook his head, which resulted in Menardi placing her hands 
on the sides and holding him still. 


"Don't move before I'm done." Menardi sighed. "I suppose 
not northern is a beginning. Let me try again." She was 
attempting to change her way of speech to sound more like 
the dialect they used in the area as to not raise suspicion, 
but it was easier said than done. The throaty way of 
pronouncing most of the sounds didn't come naturally to her 
and put major strain on her throat. 


"If you keep that up you'll be hoarse before we reach 
Lalivero," Saturos quipped. That earned him a light smack 
on the back of his head. Menardi continued her work for a 
while before she took a step back and straightened her 
back. 


"Okay, all done," she announced. 


He stood and took a look at himself at the small mirror that 
hung on the wall of their room. The reflection that met him 
felt unnatural and somewhat insulting. His immediate 
response was a displeased groan. "Is it truly necessary for us 
to parade around looking like freaks?" 


"Not freaks, just the local populace," she corrected. "Don't 
worry. It's not like your marks will be erased underneath it. 
Probably." Adding the last word as a jab at his pride. 


It worked. He grabbed her by the shoulders, the pitch of his 
voice rising noticeably. "Probably? If this devil-cream erases 
my marks I'Il-" 


She rolled her eyes at him, unable to hold back a chuckle. 
"Relax. Nothing of the sort will happen. And even if it did 
you'd still have your scales." 


"Very funny." Saturos snapped before he turned away and 
grumbled something to himself. 


They set off a while after. 


Lalivero was a natural first stop as the last town Saturos and 
Menardi's group had last passed through before heading to 
the lighthouse. It was also one of the places where they had 
left a big impression, albeit not in the positive sense. As 
such they would have to be extra careful when slipping into 
town, but it would still be a while until the time to worry 
about those matters arrived. They expected that reaching 
Venus lighthouse would take roughly one day and getting to 
Lalivero would take another. 


For the time being the plan was to avoid guard patrols as far 
as that was possible. At present the two were lying on their 
stomachs in a thicket. Menardi had dragged Saturos there 
the moment she heard footsteps and ordered him not to say 


a word. They turned out to belong to a group of guards like 
Menardi had expected. 


The guards had just made it past when Saturos opened his 
mouth. "This is pathetic. Why can't we just attack them and 
get it over with? They are weaklings who don't even know 
how to use psyenergy." 


"Quiet," Menardi hissed and clasped her hand in front of his 
mouth. 


He pulled it away just as soon. "Don't be ridiculous, they're 
already gone. Besides, aren't we in disguise? Why are we 
cowering in the bushes?" 


"| don't want to raise any suspicion. We still have to make it 
to Lalivero, get into town and gather information." 


"You're taking this whole caution thing way too far | tell 
you," Saturos shook his head as he crawled out of the 
bushes. 


"Says the one who is still clinging onto a delusion about his 
own invincibility," she scoffed as she followed him. "Killing 
everything that stands in our way would be a valid strategy 
if we possessed that strength. It's becoming increasingly 
clear that we don't." 


"What happened at Venus lighthouse was a fluke. | know 
what I'm doing." 


"As Mercury lighthouse is proof of," she countered. 


Saturos stopped in his tracks and turned around. His chest 
heaved. "Stop bringing that up! It's been over a year, for 
Mars's sake! I'm not the only one who's made mistakes 
during this journey and you know it." 


Her eyes narrowed. "Yours are far bigger." 


"Says the woman who brought down the wrath of Sol 
Sanctum. If it wasn't for you then all of our comrades would 
still be alive and this quest would have been an entirely 
different-" 


Her fists clenched, nails digging into her palms. "Don't you 
dare," she hissed. "We've been over this enough times. If 
you knew what would happen you should have objected. It 
may have been my suggestion, but having gone along with 
it you bear part of the responsibility." 


"Why is it fine for you to bring up my mistakes, but not the 
reverse?" 


She huffed. It irked her that he seemed to completely be 
ignoring her previous point, but she lacked the patience to 
repeat herself. Instead she decided that it mattered little for 
the sake of her argument and continued on. "Again you're 
entirely missing the point. | wouldn't have to do this if you 
learned from your mistakes, but you insist on continuing 
along as if nothing had happened." 


"So you're saying if | stumble over a rock | should spend the 
rest of my life living in fear of every pebble on the ground?" 


"You just don't want to get it, do you?" She felt the rage 
building inside of her, every single ounce directed at her 
partner. "Maybe I'd have an easier time if Tilros hadn't 
decided to save you at the sanctum and got out instead!" 


"You didn't." Saturos said, his voice trembling with anger. 


"Yes, | just did," Menardi responded. "Maybe he didn't have 
your physical strength but he had experience. He knew how 
to handle opponents stronger than himself. He didn't care 


what the town would think of him and wouldn't be whining 
about values and causing me trouble." 


"Tilros was-" Saturos shouted but was cut off by a loud 
buzzing sound as a large shadow came flying at his head. He 
only managed to dodge in the nick of time. 


“Monsters! Our voices must have drawn their attention." 
Menardi cursed as she readied her weapon. She wasn't in 
the mood for dealing with them, but beasts didn't exactly 
have a reputation for being considerate. 


Saturos managed to draw his sword just in time to fend the 
monster off with a slash as it swooped down on him a second 
time, causing it to back away. It hovered on the same spot 
for a second, revealing itself to be a bee with a body as large 
as Saturos's torso. The insect then darted off into the 
distance. 


"Got no more fight in you than that? What a letdown." 
Saturos hollered and waved his sword at the fleeing 
oversized insect. 


Menardi held her breath, listening attentively. She didn't 
trust the easy victory and her suspicions were soon 
confirmed. The buzzing sound was returning, and it seemed 
louder this time. "Don't let your guard down just yet. | think 
it brought friends." 


He grinned. "Now that's more like it." 


"You're hopeless. This is hardly a thing to be happy about." 
Menardi sighed as she once again assumed a battle stance. 
She guessed the number of giant bees to be around ten, 
perhaps more. Enough to present a threat. "Try not to get 
stung!" 


A soon as they closed in several of the bees dove at her in 
rapid succession. The rest went for Saturos. The onslaught 
was brutal. It took all of her focus to keep up with the 
movement of her enemies and step out of the way. A step to 
the left was followed by one to the right and then a 
backstep, immediately followed by another series of steps. 
She observed and reacted. 


Psyenergy? Not an option. The bees didn't leave her enough 
time for casting. Slashing at them? They moved too fast. In 
the end she settled on trying to bash them with the top of 
her scythe as they flew at her. The buzzing intensified as she 
began to fight back. Miss. Miss. Another miss. 


If only they'd give her an opening, then she'd scorch the lot 
of them. She knew she was wishing in vain. The bees were 
frenzied, as was most of the wildlife infused with psyenergy 
upon mount Aleph's eruption. This was the power of 
alchemy. This was what she and Saturos had been 
unleashing on the world. This was the only option. 


She finally managed to hit one of the bees. The insect's 
wings stopped in mid-air and it fell to the ground. She 
wasted no time and stomped the bee's upper body. A loud 
crack resounded as its shell gave way. 


The triumph was short-lived. 


Something slammed into her back with enough force to 
nearly topple her, and she felt a sharp jab of pain near her 
left shoulder. She cursed, realizing that she must have 
missed a bee approaching from behind. The makeshift hood 
she was wearing to conceal her ears had the side effect of 
limiting her field of vision. She tore it off and only barely 
managed to step back in time in order to avoid getting hit 
by another bee. 


After she bashed the next bee coming at her she finally 
found enough time to fire off a spell. She had to restrict the 
range in order to avoid setting the forest ablaze, but it took 
out three of the remaining bees swarming her. That only left 
one, which she finished off with a quick bash and a 
downward slice. 


She exhaled and rubbed her left arm. Throbbing pain was 
beginning to spread through it. It wouldn't be able to 
support the weight of her scythe for much longer. She 
changed her focus to Saturos, who was finishing up two bees 
by bashing them with a shield of psyenergy and then 
slashing them in half with his sword. 


He grinned roguishly. "That was some good exercise. Got the 
blood pumping." 


She slumped to the ground and let her scythe fall. "I need 
one antidote. Quick." 


"They got you?" his expression shifted into a frown. 


"Didn't see it behind me. Should've taken the hood off 
sooner," she grumbled as she pulled the cloth back over her 
head. 


He rummaged through his bag and then approached her 
with a small vial in his hand. She indicated the spot on her 
back where the pain was coming from. 


There was an audible gasp from Saturos. "Whoa, | didn't 
realize they were that big." 


"What?" she snapped. 


"The stinger is still in. I'm going to remove it. This might hurt 
some." 


She hissed. "No more than my arm, it feels like it's going to 
explode." 


Saturos placed a hand on her back and she felt a tug as he 
pulled the stinger out. It hurt, but not as much as her arm 
was beginning to. She sighed in relief as she felt the cool 
touch of the antidote, knowing that she would be feeling the 
effect before long. 


"Think you'll be okay?" He offered her his hand and pulled 
her up. 


She nodded. "I can handle a bug sting. We've no time to 
waste." 


He nodded and they pressed onward. 


9. Dust Trails 


Saturos and Menardi's remaining trek through the woods 
had been relatively uneventful and their march to Lalivero 
was proceeding on schedule. They'd set up camp and spent 
a calm night. They had also managed to avoid further guard 
patrols. 


However, that wouldn't be as easy now that they had made 
it past the lighthouse. The rocky, barren terrain surrounding 
Lalivero meant that hiding opportunities were limited and 
they would likely be running into at least a few guards. 


They had started early in the morning but the temperature 
quickly increased as the sun rose in the sky. Not a single 
cloud was to be seen. The sand grew from hot to blistering, 
but the pair's natural resistances and active use of Mars 
powers to regulate the heat made it bearable. They'd 
stopped for a small rest behind some rocks. From that point 
on was a barren plain 


"Remember, no displays of aggression. If we blow our cover 
here we might as well never have made the trip in the first 
place," Menardi said. They might have made it half of the 
way, but this was where the hard part began. 


"I know, | Know. This is probably the fifth time you've said 
that. I'm capable of remembering." Saturos's voice was 
tinged with annoyance. 


"Just making sure." She hadn't forgotten his earlier words 
and suspected that he still was planning something. What 
exactly she didn't know, but she was on her guard. He was 
too proud to give in that easily. 


They marched ahead into the dusty wilderness. The pair had 
been walking for a while when Menardi spotted figures in 
the distance. Based on the number and their silhouettes she 
guessed them to be a patrol. They had surely seen her and 
Saturos as well. If they tried to stray from the road at this 
point it would only make them look suspicious. 


"Well? Time to dig a hole in the ground and hide?" Saturos 
asked, his tone heavy with sarcasm. 


"No," Menardi hissed. "It's time for you to shut that big 
mouth and continue on like a completely ordinary traveler." 


He threw his hands up with a shrug. "Whatever you Say." 


She felt her muscles tense as the guards, well she presumed 
them to be anyway, slowly drew closer. It still took a good 
while until she could clearly make them out, and then some 
more until they would cross paths. Multitudes of possible 
explanations were running through her mind. Which would 
be the best one to pick? She couldn't seem to decide. What 
if it came to a fight after all and their identities were 
revealed? Would they be able to make it to Lalivero without 
too much resistance? How about escaping the town? 


Her stomach knotted at the thought of all the things that 
could go wrong. To think that they were doing this for a 
simple piece of information. Simple, yes, but oh so crucial. 


And then they passed them. 


That was it. Nothing more happened. No questions, no more 
than a quick glance at them. 


Menardi exhaled, realizing that she'd forgotten to breathe 
for a moment. 


"That was anticlimactic," Saturos mumbled. 
"| prefer it that way," was her response. 


They passed by a couple of travelers on the road. Most of 
them were also coming from the south, but burdened down 
with heavy loads on their backs. It looked as if all of them 
had packed up their homes, or at least as much of them as 
they could. In the hours between those encounters there 
was dust, dust and more dust. The occasional patrol also 
crossed their path, never failing to set Menardi on edge. 
Nothing happened. 


After they had passed their third patrol without incident 
Menardi turned and whispered to Saturos. "What do you 
make of this? They didn't even stop to ask us any questions. 
Three patrols." 


He shrugged, an indifferent expression on his face. "Guess 
your makeup idea is working." 


She shook her head. "No. | think this is a sign of something 
else. They're not interested in a group of two. It must mean 
that the local authorities received report of our supposed 
deaths, and that the guard who ran into me didn't talk yet 
for whatever reason." 


Saturos shrugged again. "Guess it saves us some trouble. 
Maybe we even can kick back in town for a bit." 


"There's no telling how soon he might alert the authorities. 
I'd rather be out by that time. But first we have to find out 
where Isaac's group is traveling. Whether we'll hear 
anything about Felix is anyone's guess." She focused her 
gaze ahead once more and continued walking along the 
dusty road. Though the patrols most likely weren't a concern 
She still didn't let her guard down. 


They reached Lalivero's main gate several hours later. The 
tall sandstone walls of the city were a welcome sight to 
Menardi as the sun was beginning to set and she felt weary 
from being on alert all day. 


On the other hand the gate also presented their final 
obstacle. She noted that the guards seemed to occasionally 
stop travelers but let most enter without question. 


Just as Saturos was about to approach the main gate 
Menardi grabbed his arm and held him back. "Halt. | want to 
wait until the guards stop someone else." 


Saturos's voice rose. "Give it a rest. They're letting just 
about everyone walk straight past." 


She crossed her arms. "I know they most likely won't stop us, 
but | want to be on the safe side." 


He gritted his teeth. "This is getting ridiculous." 


She was about to formulate a counterargument when he 
strode right past her and up to the gate. Menardi let out an 
angry huff and hurried after him. If this ended in disaster 
she would have his head. 


Saturos was almost through when a guard waved him off to 
the side. 


She pushed Saturos aside as this one was about to answer a 
guard's question about who he was. Whatever response he 
planned, she didn't trust it. 


She forced a smile and spoke in her best imitation of a 
central accent. "We're from the south. He's my husband. 
We've come here because we heard that Lalivero was safe 
from the recent earthquakes." 


The guard scowled. "The south, eh?" 


He wasn't buying it. Unless she could do something to throw 
him off track. An idea popped into her mind. Whether it 
would work was anyone's guess, but it was the best she 
could think of for the moment. 


She put on her best concerned face. "You see, | am with 
child. Our village healer confirmed it recently. If it isn't safe 
here..." 


The guard's harsh expression immediately turned into an 
apologetic one. Her ploy appeared to be working. "I'm not 
sure if | would call it safe, but we were not hit as severely. It's 
mostly property that was destroyed and the quakes seem to 
be calming down, so | guess you and your child should be 
Okay." 


"Truly? That is such a relief." She gave a quick bow to 
express her gratitude as she had previously noticed people 
in the area doing. Then she pulled Saturos along by the arm. 


He spoke as soon as they were out of earshot. "You lied 
straight to that man's face!" 


She glared at him and hissed sharply. "That is your 
response? Would you rather I'd left you to be questioned?" 


His tone also grew sharp. "It's against our code! How can you 
treat it so carelessly?" 


She groaned and rolled her eyes at him. "Please don't get 
started on honor and values again. At least | didn't make 
you do it." 


“But-" he paused and shook his head, flustered. "You lied 
without any hesitation at all. It can't be the first time. What 


have you been up to behind my back?" 


"This is hardly a topic to be discussed at the city gate." She 
could have attempted to deny it doubted that he would 
accept it that easily. She gave his arm a decisive tug. He 
ceased arguing - at least for the moment - and followed her 
into a less crowded side street. 


As soon as they did he was back to mounting objections, a 
serious frown on his face. "Our clan does not lie. It's not a 
switch that can be made that easily. | would have sensed 
some emotion from you if that truly was the first time." 


She sighed. His questioning was beginning to get on her 
nerves. "I did what I had to. It's not that complicated." 


"Why couldn't you just tell them that we're travelers? It 
would have been enough and it would have been the truth." 


She shook her head. "The guard seemed to be getting 
suspicious of us and | had to do something to distract him. 
The fact is that most people drop their guard at the mention 
of children." 


His fists clenched. "If you're going to be keeping that up, l'Il- 


She cut him off, lacking the patience to listen further. "I'm 
the only one who lied. As far as you're concerned your honor 
is untarnished. No reason to throw a fit over it." 


He shook his head and fell silent. She wasn't sure whether it 
meant that he'd accepted her reasoning or was collecting 
his thoughts in preparation for a rebuttal. 


After a moment his shoulders sank. "I suppose you're right. 
But don't expect me to spread falsehoods." 


"I already told you I'll be handling the lying," she said. 
He nodded. 


While it wasn't perfect they seemed to at least have reached 
an agreement concerning the matter. Not having to put up 
with his objections was going to be be nice. 


"Even so..." His expression changed to one of bemusement. 
"You couldn't have thought of a more plausible lie? The two 
of us, husband and wife? Awaiting a child? You wouldn't let 
me anywhere near you in bed even if | begged for hours." A 
mischievous grin made its way onto his face. "Does that 
mean you'll be up for it once we finish this saving the world 
business?" 


The comment earned him an elbow in the side. "Don't get 
cocky. I'm not that fond of you." She huffed and walked 
ahead at a brisk pace. "Now let's find a place to stay for the 
night." 


10. Laliveran Night 


Saturos and Menardi had found themselves an inn to stay at 
soon after they reached Lalivero. They'd had to try several 
places because of the number of people coming to the city 
seeking refuge from the earthquakes, but in the end they 
chanced across one that still had vacancies. It was still early 
in the evening by that point, which meant there was plenty 
of time for gathering information. 


First of all they needed pointers regarding where to go. 


Saturos figured that the locals would know and Menardi 
agreed. After they paid for their room she asked the 
innkeeper what he thought was the best place to get up to 
date on happenings in town. He suggested a popular tavern 
that was just down the street from the inn and, said he, 
should already be plenty busy at the current hour. 


They didn't have to walk for long before they reached the 
tavern. It was located in a basement and the locale was dark 
and packed with customers, though that worked in Saturos 
and Menardi's favor. That way they needn't worry as much 
about people recognizing them. The air was heavy with 
smoke and the smell of liquor, the scent of it markedly 
different from the one they knew from Prox. The Laliveran 
liquor carried a strong smell of spices. Menardi didn't 
particularly like it, but it was a smell she could put up with 
for the sake of gathering information. 


Saturos, on the other hand, seemed to think differently of it. 
"| wonder what their ale tastes like." 


Menardi scoffed. "You're actually thinking of drinking that 
slop?" 


"Don't be such a killjoy. It's not like one drink is going to 
hurt." He walked over to the counter and banged his fist 
down on it. "Barkeep, I'll have your most popular sort." 


She glowered at him for a moment before she huffed and 
turned away. Saturos would call what he was doing enjoying 
life. She called it wasting time. The ale in Prox was leagues 
better anyway. 


She decided to ignore Saturos and focused on the myriad 
conversations in the room instead, trying to find out whether 
anything useful was being discussed. She could have gone 
around and asked directly but figured that listening would 
draw less attention. Most of the conversation seemed to be 
useless chatter about daily matters. She moved around the 
room, pretending to be looking for a place to sit down. Most 
of the tables were already occupied so it didn't take much in 
the way of acting skills. 


A drunk man attempted to flirt with her. She ignored him 
and hurried along. Three men discussed trouble with a well 
in the wake of the earthquakes. Someone complained about 
taxes. The place was lively, the innkeeper had been right 
about that. But was it the right kind of lively? All the 
pointless talk was beginning to grate on her nerves. 


Menardi perked up when she heard a familiar name being 
mentioned in the murmur of the crowd. She moved in the 
direction of the sound until she was able to identify the 
source - a group of men engaged in a card game. 


"It's such a shame, | swear... young, sweet Sheba still in the 
clutches of those scummy kidnappers." A balding man shook 
his head. Construction worker, Menardi guessed based on 
his skin tone and physique. 


One of the others sighed heavily. "Just when she was 
supposed to be returning. Like some bad joke, 'cept it's for 
real." 


"Trustin' warriors allied with Babi was the joke," a third 
added. "Get Sheba back? Ha, right. Instead they come back 
empty-handed and set off with Babi's ship to find him some 
knickknack." 


"| heard they actually fought the kidnappers and defeated 
their leaders," the first man said. "But the rest of 'em still ran 
off with Sheba somehow. Babi sent us lousy warriors, | say." 


Menardi smiled to herself. In that little instant she had 
already received the information she needed, just by 
listening. This was almost going too smoothly to be true. 


She regretted that thought when she heard a loud thud over 
from the bar, and a very familiar voice. 


"Oh yeah? Let's see who the cowardly one is!" 


She cursed inwardly as she rushed over to put a stop to 
whatever ruckus Saturos was in the process of initiating. 
Before she could, however, several other men joined the 
fight. A chair went flying. A crowd of onlookers gathered and 
began cheering. She muttered some expletives under her 
breath as she attempted to push past them. 


Calling out his name and telling him to stop was not a good 
option nor was setting the place on fire, albeit she found the 
thought of the latter appealing. She head several more 
thuds, then the crowd oooh-ed and drew back momentarily 
only to immediately block off her route again a second later. 


The crowd's attention moved, meaning that the fighters 
probably were doing the same thing. A loud crash 


resounded. Did someone just flip over a table? Fed up with 
not being able to see what was going on Menardi kicked 
away the ankle of a man in front of her and gave his back a 
shove to push him off-balance. He managed to catch himself 
in time to avoid a fall, but promptly threw a punch at the 
man next to him when he regained balance. 


That hadn't been such a good move either, Menardi soon 
concluded. Now there was a second fight in the making. She 
pushed away from that part of the crowd and heard loud 
ooh-ing from the other side of the room. People finally 
stepped aside and she was able to see Saturos standing tall, 
five men sprawled on the ground all around him. Saturos 
grinned and bowed in the manner of an actor at the end of a 


play. 


A moment later he found himself being dragged up the 
stairs by Menardi, then into a back alley and pushed up 
against the wall. She was angry all right. 


"Listen, I'm not the one who threw the first punch. What was 
| supposed to do? Turn tail and run away like some 
weakling?" 


He put a hand on her shoulder in an attempt to pacify her, 
but she swatted it away. 


"What was going through your mind? | specifically told you 
not to draw attention to us," she hissed. "A bar fight? 
Really?" 


"Relax. It's not like anything bad happened." 


"They'll be talking about you now," she spoke through 
gritted teeth. 


"As they should be," he grinned. "Don't worry. I'm just a 
faceless nobody to them." 


Her glare lost none of its intensity. "And what if someone 
decides to try and track you down? We're heading back to 
the inn right now and we'll be leaving first thing in the 
morning. If you step outside of that room even a moment 
before | tell you to you may consider yourself done with this 
quest. Have | made myself clear? " 


He turned his head to avoid looking her in the eyes. He 
found her to be thoroughly unpleasant in this state. "You 
wanted me to stay just yesterday and now you're 
threatening to kick me out? Are you sure about that?" He 
wasn't sure why he asked, especially after that scolding. 


"| anticipated some annoyance but | never expected you to 
be such a liability. | swear, lately you've been worse than 
Jenna was in the beginning." 


"You dare compare me to her?" Saturos growled. "Do | need 
to remind you that I'm the reason you're not dead and 
buried underneath a pile of rubble at the lighthouse?" 


"As if," she hissed. "You're the one whose fault it is that | fell 
in the first place. Ever since the lighthouse you've brought 
nothing but trouble, and yet you keep arguing with me at 
every turn." 


"Because you've been turning everything on its head and 
making a mockery of our values!" This time it was he who 
grabbed her roughly by the shoulders and shook her. "We're 
proud warriors, yet you want us to flee like cowards and 
sneak around in the shadows!" 


She was unimpressed, cold glare fixed on him. "Those values 
you speak of are romantic notions that do nothing to 


advance our quest. It's time to cast them aside." 


"| will not." He spoke through gritted teeth, emphasizing 
each word. "In fact, you're welcome you kick me out. | don't 
have to put up with this, and | can tell that you don't want to 
put up with me either. Congratulations, you were right," he 
gestured dramatically as he spoke the final sentence. "Our 
path splits here. But you'll be able to handle the quest 
alone, won't you? After all you know way better than me." 


Her expression went blank for a moment, but then she 
crossed her arms and huffed. "Good riddance." Without a 
further word she turned around and walked away. 


Saturos stood in silence. 
Notes for the Chapter: 


At this point Saturos has made poor decisions 
repeatedly, and it may seem like he's constantly being 
bashed. | promise that this isn't some bizarre brand of 
Saturos hate fic. | can't say much more, but please sit 
tight. 


11. A Sundered Road 


Oh sweet taste of freedom. 


Saturos had been surprised at the first thought that entered 
his mind when he looked at Menardi's back as she walked 
away from him. It wasn't a scene he had ever imagined - her 
leaving him behind in a dusty alley in Lalivero, with the 
intent of never returning. A different part of his brain 
wondered if he shouldn't be at least a little bit sad, given 
how much time they'd spent traveling together. 


His body seemed to think otherwise - he felt light and his 
lips curled into a smile all on their own. He no longer needed 
to worry about his careless promise as she had voided it 
moments ago. He needn't worry about adapting to her new 
ways. No, he would be free to pursue glory the way he 
wanted, meaning plenty of fights. 


Once Menardi had vanished from sight Saturos broke into a 
laugh. He hadn't planned to - it just happened. Despite the 
strangeness of the situation it felt right. 


His first course of action was to return to the very same bar 
she had dragged him away from. He had been the center of 
attention during the brawl and it had felt good. It was a 
sensation he'd missed. During their travels his spectators 
had mainly been the beasts, which hardly were much of an 
audience. They had occasionally fought in towns but such 
encounters were too few and far between for Saturos's taste. 
Menardi would continuously urge them on. Faster, faster. It 
was always the quest on her mind. 


His little stunt at the top of Mercury lighthouse had been 
motivated by that same need for recognition. In retrospect 


he too agreed that he had been foolish to challenge Isaac 
and his group all by himself. At that time, however, he'd 
been too starved of battle to care. Not that he'd ever admit 
it out loud. He smiled to himself. Now that wouldn't be an 
issue any longer. 


He grinned and pushed open the door to the crowded bar, 
the sound of lively chatter enveloping him. As soon as the 
people realized who was returning Saturos was met with 
cheers. He heard a whooshing sound and turned around just 
in time to avoid a bottle someone had thrown at him. It 
didn't take long before another brawl was unfolding. 


And he reveled in the chaos. 


Menardi returned to the inn alone and silently fuming. 


She could hardly believe what had just taken place. For 
years now she had traveled with Saturos, yet something as 
intangible as the concept of cowardice caused him to panic 
to the point where he'd rather run off than listen to her. A 
meager concept mattered more than all the time they had 
spent traveling side-by-side. She had trusted him and 
expected him to do the same, but this was the outcome. The 
rage building inside her felt like molten iron. 


Yet, more importantly than that, he would place that flimsy 
concept over the survival of Prox. Their hometown. She knew 
he still had family left there, and she seemed to recall him 
mentioning a friend or two as well. Yet he told her that it was 
up to her alone now. While he spoke of values he turned his 
back on everyone who should matter to him. She couldn't 
understand his choice no matter how hard she thought 
about it. 


She hurried upstairs without as much as even glancing at 
the innkeeper, or anyone else for that matter. When she 
reached her room she slammed the door shut behind her. 
She sat down on the bed and kicked off her boot with 
enough force for it to hit the wall with a thud. Someone on 
the other side of the wall banged on it in response, but she 
didn't care and repeated the action with her other boot. Cue 
more banging. 


Paying her neighbor no mind she closed her eyes and took a 
deep breath. This was all for the best, she told herself. Now 
Saturos was free to attract all the attention he wanted, as 
well as the consequences. Battling would be harder on her 
own but she'd be able to handle that. Perhaps she'd even 
run into Alex along the way. That man had a habit of 
showing up in surprisingly convenient places. If that failed 
she might still be able to catch up with Felix's group later 
on. 


In spite of those thoughts she eventually fell back onto the 
bed and hissed. Her fingers dug into the bedding, clawing at 
it. It was for the best, she repeated to herself. 


Her plans weren't changing. She would still set course for 
the south first thing in the morning. 


12. Silent Path 


Menardi woke expecting to see Saturos next to her. When 
she saw that his spot was empty she sat up and looked 
around the room. Then she remembered last night and 
rubbed her forehead. It felt like a faint dream at first, but as 
her thoughts lingered on the previous night's events it 
became clear to her that it was all real. 


He'd abandoned the quest. She felt a stab of anger. 


Of course it was real. He had been acting up ever since she 
mentioned a change of course. 


She stood up and got dressed, deciding that now wasn't the 
time to sulk. Prox still depended on her. Or rather, at present 
it depended on Felix to be alive and doing the right thing. It 
fell to her to catch up and ensure that he did. Casting a gaze 
out the window she noted that it was clear and sunny just 
like the previous day. At least it made for good travel 
weather. She left Lalivero and ate breakfast on the move, not 
wanting to spend more time in the city than was necessary. 
Her first meal of the day consisted of some dried jerky she 
and Saturos had prepared earlier. 


Monsters were easy to spot along the barren road, not that 
there seemed to be that many. She guessed that all those 
guards in the area had something to do with it. The patrols 
that passed her still paid her no mind, so she seemed to be 
in luck. Saturos who'd stayed behind in Lalivero on the other 
hand - suffice to say she wouldn't want to be him when the 
news of a fire sorcerer hit town. 


Well, if he wanted trouble he was free to pursue it now. The 
consequences would be his to deal with. Good riddance. 


She found that her anger soon turned into relief at not 
having to worry about Saturos's antics anymore. The skies 
were clear, there was no wind, and monsters were few and 
kept their distance. Most of the time it was just her and the 
dusty road. She was able to travel at a solid pace thanks to 
the good conditions, and it felt to her like she even might be 
moving faster by her lonesome. 


She daresay her mood wasn't half bad. 


That didn't mean she completely let her guard down. Her 
eyes still darted to the sides of road once in a while, to scan 
for possible threats. She paid constant attention to the 
sounds around her, ready to draw her weapon at a moment's 
notice. Saturos would likely mock her and call her vigilance 
excessive. Give it a rest. There's barely anything out here. 
We'll see any threat from miles away. She heard his voice in 
her mind. 


Though he wasn't actually there she still muttered an 
objection. "That's the kind of attitude that gets you killed. 
You're far too relaxed about these things at times." 


A slip of attention at the wrong moment had the potential to 
result in irreparable damage. She knew. 


It was a chilly winter's day in Prox - not that they seemed to 
have much in the way of other seasons lately as it was - and 
Menardi stood in the middle of the town square. She was 
currently resting her hands on her knees as she was gasping 
for air. She'd run all the way from her home. 


There was no time to be stopping. She wouldn't have if her 
body hadn't forced her to. 


Karst. 


She needed to find her younger sister. 


The scene flashed before her eyes again, having constantly 
looped in her mind's eye from the moment she bolted out 
the door. Karst's small room. The open window. A frigid draft 
and the churning in her gut as she realized that Karst was 
nowhere to be seen. She should have been - Menardi had 
grounded Karst for carelessly playing around with fire 
psyenergy she was only just learning to control. 


Menardi hurried onward as soon as she had caught her 
breath. She asked anyone she encountered if they'd seen 
Karst - they hadn't - until and elderly healer by the name of 
Rorek mentioned that he'd seen her walk in the direction of 
the town's north exit. 


Two members of the town guard were watching the gate, 
but that alone wouldn't be enough. Menardi knew that there 
was a hole in the wall that protected the town from wild 
beasts. She'd heard talk of it, a kid had snuck out through it 
and was later found with their throat ripped open and 
missing most limbs. 


It didn't take her long to find. Sure, it wasn't visible from the 
main street but she hadn't had to walk far. 


Why the hole still wasn't fixed was beyond her. What if 
something got in? The new captain of the town guard was 
truly useless. Her mother would never have allowed a risk 
like this to persist. 


If Karst had gone through here, then- She shuddered to 
think of what state her little sister might be in. No. It hadn't 
been that long. If she was quick she might still be able to 
avert a disaster. Menardi got down on all fours and 
squeezed through the hole. 


When she stood outside the city walls she realized that she 
hadn't brought a weapon in her hurry. She muttered a curse. 
Turning back would waste precious time. Psyenergy alone 
would have to do. 


In front of her were footsteps, small enough to be Karst's. 
She ran. It was heavy, the snow reached to her knees. Only 
one thought ran through her mind. She had to find Karst 
before it was too late. 


Her perception of time disappeared. The only thing that 
existed in her world anymore was the trail of footsteps in 
front of her. She ran until she nearly blacked out, stopped to 
gasp for breath, then continued running. Karst. Karst. Karst! 


She spotted something red in the snow. Everything seemed 
to come to a halt. The breath caught in her throat. 


Then the spell wore off and she dashed over to the figure. 
Karst. Menardi lifted the young girl in her arms. Her throat 
was unharmed. The rest of her body was not. Claws had torn 
into her arms and torso. Her forehead was bleeding and her 
leg singed. A weak groan escaped her lips. 


Karst was alive. For the time being. 


Menardi was silent, at a loss for words. She used a basic 
healing spell to slow the bleeding, yet having to learn the 
more advanced techniques. Then she carried Karst back to 
town as fast as her legs would allow her. 


She shuddered at the vivid memory. It had happened years 
ago but she didn't know whether she'd ever be able to 
forget it. The worst part had been the fear that dug into her. 
Oddly enough she'd been less concerned about what she 
had thought would be her own death. A strange feeling of 
resignation had been the only thing going through her mind 


as she fell down into the center of the lighthouse. Ah, so that 
was it. 


She guessed it was a sort of defense mechanism. It mattered 
little. She didn't plan on being put in that position again, no 
matter what she'd have to do to avoid it. The only thing that 
mattered now was the quest. 


She reached the forest early, but not early enough to arrive 
at the fishing village by night. Though the village wasn't 
more than a few hours away by the time night fell she 
deemed stumbling around in the darkness too risky so she 
stopped for the night. Using fire to light the way would make 
her easy to spot and she didn't want to get into unnecessary 
fights. When morning came she pressed on. 


It was early noon when she reached the fishing village. The 
only way she could go was south, but that didn't mean she 
intended to continue without a plan. Asking around the 
village revealed that there were no roads leading down to 
the south - people traveled by boat, but the recent 
earthquakes had destroyed every single one that was sturdy 
enough to cross the ocean. Building new ones would take 
time, time Menardi didn't have. 


She was also able to learn that the locals dubbed the area to 
the south the Riverlands, as it mostly consisted of flat plains 
that were crisscrossed by rivers. Crossing the rivers could 
prove a challenge but the alternative would be to travel 
west and follow the mountains south. A few river crossings 
seemed preferable to that. She spent the remainder of the 
day preparing herself as best as she could. By the sound of it 
she shouldn't expect to see settlements of any kind soon, so 
she stocked up on supplies. 


When evening fell she decided to check in at the inn so she 
could get a solid night's sleep. It might be a while until the 
next opportunity. She almost slipped up and ordered a room 
for two, but caught herself at the last moment. It seemed 
like his absence still would take some getting used to. 


13. A Rude Awakening 


Saturos had his first fun night on the town in a very long 
time. He drank, he brawled, he flirted, and generally enjoyed 
life. The scent of ale, the sound of people, the smell of 
excitement. He'd be needing it so badly. By the end of the 
night, it wasn't long until the sun would rise, he fell into bed 
dead tired but satisfied. 


He didn't regret a thing. Until he woke up, that was. 


It seemed like a normal morning at first. His body lay lazily 
sprawled on the bed. Light fell through the curtains and 
woke him up. He squinted and noted that he had a pounding 
headache. Then he moved to sit up but froze as his neck 
made contact with something pointy. When he fully opened 
his eyes he was able to identify the object as the tip of a 
spear, held by a very serious looking guard. Behind the man 
stood two more, weapons also pointed at Saturos. 


He cursed. He must have let something slip in his 
drunkenness. Possibly his hood. Or his tongue. Or both. 


No matter. What was done was done and he needed to deal 
with the situation. His right arm shot up and he grabbed the 
spear tip and wrenched it away from his neck. He thanked 
his drunken self for having the decency to pass out fully 
clothed as he rolled out of bed and ran straight at the 
guards, drawing his sword as he did. 


The guard in the lead blocked Saturos's first slash. Saturos 
smirked. He'd expected that. Using his left hand he grabbed 
the spear and grabbed it before the man had a chance to 
pull his weapon back. That was all it took - he summoned a 
burst of fire and reduced the spear's wooden shaft to ash. 


One of the other guards attempted to stab him but he 
stepped aside and avoided the blow. He launched a burst of 
fire at the group, which was when the third guard turned tail 
and ran. The two others stood their ground but were tossed 
to the floor by the blast. Saturos used the chance to slip past 
them. 


It was a shame. He'd loved to have some more fun in town 
before he moved on. Was that really so much to ask? He 
sighed to himself. No way that was happening now. 


He nearly stumbled on his way down the stairs, still woozy 
from the alcohol. He could hear the guards shouting for 
reinforcements from above. The innkeeper shot Saturos a 
confused glance as he dashed out the door. 


Saturos had barely made it into the street when he 
encountered more resistance. Two guards. No problem, he 
could take them. He kept casting and slashing as they 
attempted to stab him. Then two more showed up. Then a 
group of three from yet another direction. While he was an 
experienced fighter he was beginning to struggle to keep up 
with the number of opponents. He cursed. In spite of how 
much he hated the idea he needed to make a run for it. 


In the end he decided to part ways with a huge blast of fire. 
That way he'd at least put up a fight, he reasoned. Of course 
the guards were all the more angry for it, but that thought 
only put a grin to his face as he ran. 


Escaping the city was no easy task. Guards kept appearing 
from everywhere, making him wonder where they'd been 
previously. Still, he thought he was doing pretty well. 


Until something bounced off the wall in front of him and fell 
to the ground. An arrow. They had archers. 


Saturos was able to hide in a doorway just in time to avoid 
becoming a living pin cushion. Arrows rained down on the 
spot he'd be in if he had kept running straight ahead. Once 
the barrage had finished he took opportunity of the the need 
to reload and made a run for it. 


He cursed as he felt an impact and realized that his left arm 
had been hit. Some of the archers had still been holding 
their shots. Saturos cursed and ran into my first narrow alley 
he could find. Thankfully the city was somewhat of a maze 
of tiny back streets. The downside was that he didn't know 
the layout very well. He still preferred it over getting 
skewered. 


When he had taken a couple of turns and thought himself 
safe for a moment he inspected the damage to his left arm. 
It was no pretty sight. The arrow had punched a large hole 
through the arm, and the wound was bleeding profusely. He 
cursed and pulled a bandage from his pack, stuffing most of 
it into the hole and wrapping the rest tightly around the 
arm. It would have to do for now, with no Menardi around to 
heal him. 


The sound of rapid footsteps reached his ears. They were 
coming. He ignored the pain and kept running and torching 
guards until he somehow was able to make it outside. 


Of course he was still being chased. He first considered 
taking the main road but quickly decided against that upon 
remembering how many guard patrols he and Menardi had 
run into on the way to Lalivero. His choice then was to head 
into the mountains to the south. It was a bit of a gamble 
with a wounded arm but his hope was that the rugged 
terrain would deter his pursuers. 


He was completely out of breath by the time he'd finally put 
town and the guards behind him. Just in time - the rush of 
battle was wearing off and he was beginning to feel the pain 
in his arm. Heading south into the mountains seemed to 
have been the right decision. It was clearly a place his 
pursuers didn't want to follow him into. Whether there was a 
particular reason for that he'd find out later, but he figured 
there was no point in fussing over it. It could be that a 
fearsome beast lived there, or just just the terrain. There was 
no road and it was a rough climb. His injury slowed him 
down and It wasn't long before he was gasping for breath. 


He stopped for a rest and retrieved some herbs from his bag. 
They wouldn't do much to heal the injury but chewing them 
dulled the pain for a while. He kept climbing, stopping to 
kick a nearby rock or torch a bush when he no longer could 
contain his frustration. This wasn't supposed to happen. Not 
to the great Saturos. 


At last he made it to the mountain's ridge. He didn't know 
how long he'd been traveling - the sun had moved a good 
distance across the sky but it wasn't yet sundown. His efforts 
were rewarded with a splendid view of the surrounding area. 
No risk of getting lost then, good. 


He pondered his plans as he kept moving. It was pretty 
simple from here, his options were limited. It wasn't like he 
could go back north with all that had happened. He'd also 
have to find a healer to get his arm fixed, then he'd take 
things from there. Good thing there still was plenty of world 
left for him. He'd just keep traveling south, then find some 
village in trouble, preferably beast-related, take care of it 
and bask in the glory. He'd be a hero, and much faster that if 
he'd continued on the quest to save Prox. 


If saving Prox even was an option at this point. 


They'd lost their boat and Felix might be sleeping at the 
bottom of the sea along with the Jupiter star. Even if they 
got the Mars star from Isaac's party it would all be for naught 
if they couldn't light Jupiter lighthouse. Was Menardi 
pursuing an impossible quest? Did she realize it? 


He grunted as he pulled himself up a ledge. No, that was a 
silly question. Of course she realized. She was perceptive, 
but also devoted to a fault. As long as a sliver of chance 
remained she'd give it her all to complete the quest. 


Was it right to leave her with that burden? And what if, 
against the odds, she did succeed? What would she tell the 
others? His gut felt like ice as he came to a realization. 
Menardi might not care much about the story, but the 
villagers of Prox would still ask what had become of him. He 
would go down as the coward who abandoned his mission. 
But if he chased after Menardi and rejoined she'd demand 
that he cast aside their values. He'd also become a coward. 
In his earlier agitation that implication had passed him by. 


On the other hand, barely anyone knew of Prox. It wasn't like 
word would spread to the rest of the world, right? He 
groaned and rubbed his forehead. Oh, who was he kidding? 
Everything was going to change once alchemy was 
unleashed upon the world. And wouldn't people be 
interested in that story? If Menardi succeeded she'd go down 
in history as a legend. More importantly, if he wasn't there 
when she succeeded he would go down as a coward. Helping 
a couple of towns around Weyard with their monster troubles 
wasn't going to change that. 


He slumped to the ground, dejected. He could see the desert 
to the north and river lands stretching far to the south but 
the impressive view caused no emotion within him. The only 
sensation was that icy feeling. Not a coward. He would 


rather be anything else. Now it looked like he was doomed to 
become one. 


Why? He cursed and slammed a clenched fist down on the 
rock. Was there no way to win this one? There didn't seem to 
be. Unless- His eyes widened as a solution presented itself. 
Of course, it was all too obvious! Why hadn't he thought of 
that earlier? He just had to keep pursuing the quest on his 
own and be faster than Menardi. 


And should he happen to pass by a place in need of a 
warrior he could still take care of it and bask in the glory for 
a little while. Monster problems usually had a quick fix, most 
people just didn't have the strength to see it through. 


It took barely any time before he was back on his feet. He 
pushed on with renewed vigor, feeling content with his plan. 


14. Going South 


Morning mist still hung in the air when Menardi reached the 
riverlands. Now that the desert was behind her the air was 
becoming more humid. Dew drops sparkled on the plants 
and rolled off as she brushed past them. Her skirt was 
already turning heavy from all the moisture it was 
absorbing. No point in drying it before the dew evaporated - 
she reasoned it'd be soaked again before long if she did. 


She had set out early, wanting to make the most of the day. 
There had been a small road leading some distance from the 
fishing village, connecting to paths leading up to a handful 
of little farms. Nothing of interest there, she had the supplies 
she needed. Once the farms were out of sight the road soon 
faded into a dirt path and eventually disappeared 
altogether. Having heard that a multitude of rivers ran 
through the area she expected challenging terrain, meaning 
she'd likely have to settle for a slow pace. But it was either 
this or the mountains and she had figured that it would be 
easier to fight on flat ground. 


Ground covered with grass that reached up to her waist, that 
was. Monsters could easily be hiding within. She paid close 
attention to any sounds around her in order to minimize the 
chance of being caught unaware. 


The mist evaporated as the sun rose higher and allowed her 
a proper view of the expansive grassy plains. At some point 
she saw a hill in the distance and climbed it to get a better 
overview of the area. Several rivers were glittering in the 
distance and the plains stretched all the way to the horizon. 
There wasn't much in the way of trees or bushes, the tall 
grass having choked most of the other vegetation. The 
villagers hadn't been exaggerating when they told her that 


the South was desolate. After soending some minutes taking 
in the view she pressed on. 


How long would it be until she'd see another village? It was 
anyone's guess. Perhaps she might consider this area similar 
to Prox in that regard. She chuckled at the thought. Seeing 
her snowy homeland overgrown with grass, now that would 
be something. The thought stuck with her in the following 
uneventful hours. Just her and grass as far as the eye could 
see. Imagine that. Perhaps they'd at least get spring back 
once the beacons were lit. 


As she pressed on the ground began to turn increasingly 
soggy. Sometimes she'd sink in all the way to her ankles. 
She looked to the mountains in the distance, half wondering 
if she should change her plan. Then she shook her head, 
even though no one else was around, and continued 
walking. This was still better than tumbling off a mountain 
mid-fight. 


The next hours were just as uneventful as the previous. A 
couple of times she heard a sound from the grass and 
gripped her scythe, only to see a bird fly away. Occasionally 
she needed to wade through a river. Sometimes the river 
was too wide and she would walk along it until she found a 
spot she could cross. She stepped into a few particularly 
muddy patches and had to struggle to get her boots back 
up. During a particularly uneven section she slipped on the 
wet grass and fell. Still, it wasn't something major. No beasts 
had attacked her yet and she hoped it would stay that way. 


Once in a while she would turn her head to the side in order 
to make a comment but immediately remember that Saturos 
wasn't traveling with her anymore. The second after anger 
would flare up with her. Of course he wasn't. He'd gone 
useless. Her traveling alone was for the best. 


Her thoughts wandered to everyone in Prox. She wondered 
how they all were doing, who was still alive and who wasn't, 
and hoped that her little sister still belonged to the former 
category. 


"Karst," Menardi whispered. Please, wake up. She only 
thought the last part, unable to say the words out loud. 


Her little sister had lost consciousness on the way back to 
town. Rorek had treated her - he was the most experienced 
healer they had. Even then she stayed unconscious. What if 
even Rorek's skills weren't enough? What if Karst never 
opened her eyes again? 


Menardi felt terrible. Karst had been her responsibility. Her 
father was out at sea along with the rest of his fishing crew, 
leaving her to watch her younger sibling. If anything 
happened she was sure her mother would come out of her 
grave to haunt her. 


She should have known. Just grounding Karst wasn't 
enough. That girl always challenged the rules. It seemed like 
to her they were things to be broken, not obeyed. She would 
go off chasing adventure wherever she saw the slightest 
hint of it. 


Menardi took her sister's hand and squeezed it tightly. She 
fought back her tears. They were weakness and she 
dreaded the idea of others seeing them. She realized her 
own hand was shaking and quickly withdrew it, hoping 
Rorek hadn't noticed. 


A hand touched her shoulder. "It's okay," said Rorek. "I know 
you're upset. You don't have to hide it." 


She swatted Rorek's hand away. "It doesn't concern you." 


The two sat in silence for a moment. In the end Rorek 
sighed and shook his head. "Just as stubborn as your 
mother, | see. Is expressing a little sadness truly such a 
terrible thing?" 


She gave him no answer. 
"You know," he began but cut himself off. 


Menardi quickly realized why. Karst's hand was twitching. A 
sigh of relief left her when she saw her younger sister open 
her eyes. 


She wondered why so many memories were coming to mind 
while she traveled. It hadn't been that way when Saturos 
was around. Perhaps her brain already had its fill keeping up 
with Saturos's antics? 


Her train of thought was broken when she slipped on 
another section of wet grass. She flailed her arms in an 
attempt to regain balance but was unsuccessful. When her 
backside met the muddy ground, she cursed. She 
automatically extended her hand, expecting Saturos to be 
standing there ready to pull her up, with a grin on his face 
and a lighthearted comment as he used to. Of course he 
wasn't. Then she cursed again because that was the last 
thing she wanted to think about. 


He was a liability now, she reminded herself. What happened 
before that point didn't matter. He had made his choice. 


She found a reasonably dry spot and sat down, figuring it 
was time for a rest. As she did she could almost hear Saturos 
quip about his ranking of the local creatures from most to 
least edible-looking. She swatted at thin air, wanting for the 
voice to go away. The action seemed to have the opposite 


effect, his words seeming even clearer in her mind than they 
had before. 


Why couldn't she stop thinking of him? No, on second 
thought it wasn't that odd. They had traveled together for so 
long that she had gotten used to him being around her at 
nearly all times. She couldn't just decide to stop thinking 
about him. Her brain needed time to adjust to the change. 


She tried to force herself to think of anything but him. Her 
efforts only seemed to have the opposite effect. Images of 
Saturos kept appearing. She heard his laugh. Saw him move 
beside her. It was infuriating. 


In the end she cut her rest short and proceeded sooner than 
planned. Being on the move gave her something else to 
think about, at least for the most part. She would still see 
flashes of Saturos but neededing to focus her attention on 
listening for potential threats left her less opportunity to 
think. Hours grew into days. The only thing that seemed to 
change as she pushed on was how muddy the ground was. 
At times it was solid as any other ground, but others she had 
to find a way through by trial and error. 


It was tedious but she was still making progress. 


That changed when she encountered her biggest river yet. It 
wasn't like the other ones. The water was flowing fast and 
looked too deep to wade through. If she attempted to swim 
in the current would probably take her. That left her with 
only one choice - following the river until she found a spot 
where she could cross. She began to walk upstream but the 
river showed no signs of calming. The mountains in the 
distance seemed to be coming ever closer and the river still 
barely looked any different. 


Would she have to climb them after all? By the look of things 
she would know the answer before long. 


Menardi gasped for breath as she pulled herself up yet 
another ledge. In the end she'd had to climb the mountain, 
unable to find a place to cross the river. It still flowed along 
on her right side, now a roaring waterfall. She figured that 
she'd reach the source if she climbed enough. Then she 
should be able to find a way around and make her way back 
down to the riverlands on the other side. 


The problem was making it to the top. 


It was a steep climb and the footing was loose in several 
places. She had to be careful not to slip on the pebbles 
scattered around and the rock had crumbled away beneath 
her more than once. Some ridges were barely wide enough 
for her to stand on. It reminded her of the lighthouse, only 
that she was going in the other direction this time. 


She put her hand on top of the next ledge and felt a bunch 
of small stones resting on top of it. She brushed them aside 
so her hand wouldn't slip when she pulled herself up. As she 
did she noticed something white falling down. It had a 
peculiar shape for a stone, she noted. When she lowered her 
hand and bent up to pick up the object its identity became 
clear. 


It was a bone. There was no telling how long it had been on 
the mountain, except that it was a long time as it was dry 
and free of flesh. 


She tossed the object aside and pulled herself up the ledge. 
Greeting her was the skull of an unfortunate traveler, and 
the rest of their skeleton. The spine seemed to be broken, 
suggesting a fall. The bones where all picked clean. Could 


be vultures, could just be time, could be something worse. 
Either way she didn't want to risk lingering for too long. 


She looked up. Above her was a sheer cliff. There was no 
way she'd be able to go straight up. The only choice was to 
walk along until she found a route that wasn't guaranteed to 
end in a fatal fall. She'd had quite enough of those for a 
while. 


The task proved more difficult than she expected. Several 
times she had to turn around because the climb wasn't as 
easy as it had looked, or she suddenly couldn't find any 
more footholds. Her frustration grew exponentially with the 
time she spent searching. After yet another fruitless climb, 
she had returned to a narrow ledge for the time being, she 
clawed at the rock and sat down, burying her face in her 
hands. 


All this just to get across some water. Mercury was well 
deserving of its status as her least favorite element. 


The thought of all that was at stake eventually spurred her 
on. While it was tempting, she had no time to waste on 
moping. There was going to be away. She just hadn't found 
it yet. And so she gripped the rock, placed her foot one step 
up, prepared to pull- 


Then the rock gave way and she plummeted. 


